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Comprehensive  Programs  for  the  Visually 
Handicapped:  Low  Vision  Training  Materials 
from  the  American  Printing  House  for  the  Blind 
When  new  instructional  materials  are  developed,  a  common 
objective  is  to  design  a  program  which  will  meet  the  educational 
needs  of  as  many  individuals  as  possible.  Such  "comprehensive 
programs"  are  time-savers  for  teachers,  who  can  obtain  the 
teaching  materials  they  need  in  a  single  package;  however,  they 
are  not  an  effective  means  of  addressing  all  types  of  educational 
needs.  Development  of  vision  stimulation  and  training  materials 
for  the  large  and  varied  population  of  low  vision  learners  may  be 
just  such  an  exception. 

Approximately  80%  of  persons  recognized  as  legally  blind  have 
residual  vision;  numerous  studies  indicate  use  of  residual  vision 
is  improved  through  a  planned  program  of  vision  training.  Clearly 
low  vision  individuals  have  a  need  for  instruction  which  will 
improve  their  visual  functioning.  It  is  equally  clear  that 
individuals  differ  widely  in  the  visual  deficits  they  exhibit  and 
their  capacity  for  improvement  on  various  types  of  visual  tasks. 
Even  persons  sharing  similar  eye  reports  may  not  see  the  same  and, 
as  a  consequence,  will  have  different  vision  training  needs. 
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In  response  to  the  diverse  needs  of  low  vision  learners  for 
vision  training  programs  and  materials,  the  American  Printing 
House  for  the  Blind  (APH)  has  developed  seven  kits  of  materials 
rather  than  a  single,  inclusive  program.  Within  each  kit  is  a 
collection  of  activities  and  materials  designed  for  different 
segments  of  the  low  vision  population.  Taken  together,  the  kits 
provide  an  overlapping  continuum  of  training  activities  for 
learners  functioning  visually  from  light  awareness  to  letter 
recognition  and  for  cognitive  ages  from  infant  to  adult. 

The  following  chart  lists  across  the  top  the  names  of 
APH  kits  forming  this  training  continuum.  (Starred  items  are 
still  under  development.)  Milestones  of  normal  visual  development 
are  featured  along  the  side.  Individual  kit  items  which  may  be 
used  to  develop  a  particular  visual  skill  are  given  in  that  skill' 
row  and  in  the  column  of  the  kit  to  which  they  belong.  The 
exception  to  this  method  of  presenting  information  is  in  the 
column  describing  the  Program  to  Develop  Efficiency  in  Visual 
Functioning,  which  gives  only  the  activity  section  and  estimated 
developmental  age  for  sections  corresponding  to  the  visual  skills 
on  the  chart.  The  Program's  instructional  component  contains 
written  activities  and  graphics  for  each  section,  but  recommends 
rather  than  includes  materials  for  carrying  out  its  activities. 
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As  indicated  on  the  chart,  training  of  residual  vision  must 
sometimes  begin  at  the  earliest  level  of  visual  functioning: 
awareness  of  light.  This  is  most  often  true  for  devel opmentally 
young  visually  impaired  children  or  learners  with  very  limited 
vision.  A  variety  of  types  of  lights  may  be  successful  in 
eliciting  a  response,  which  may  consist  of  a  blink,  startle, 
pupil  contraction,  sudden  change  in  activity  level,  or  some  other 
behavior,  perhaps  very  subtle,  indicating  the  learner  noticed  the 
stimulus.  For  many  learners,  a  moving  and/or  colored  light  is 
most  successful  in  drawing  a  response.  Some  learners  may  first 
require  a  period  of  training  in  which  light  is  paired  with  another 
stimulus  (sound,  vibration,  touch)  of  which  they  are  aware.  After 
many  paired  presentations  of  light  and  a  chiming  bell,  for  example, 
the  light  is  presented  alone  more  and  more  frequently.  The 
objective  is  that  the  learner,  through  use  of  the  bell  as  a  cue, 
will  become  aware  of  the  difference  between  "light  on"  and  "light 
off"  conditions.  Once  this  awareness  is  established,  light  may 
be  used  as  a  tool  to  train  a  variety  of  visual  skills,  such  as 
fixation,  tracking,  and  initial  eye-hand  coordination.  The 
Developing  Vision  through  Lights  Kit,  Light  Box  Materials  Level  I, 
and  elements  of  the  Sensory  Stimulation  Kit  focus  on  stimulating 
light  awareness  and  subsequent  use  of  light  in  training  basic 
optical  skills. 
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The  Light  Box  Materials  Levels  I  and  II  may  also  be  used  to 
help  learners  make  the  transition  from  light  to  object  awareness. 
Objects  may  be  introduced  as  a  blockage  of  light  on  the  Light  Box 
surface;  this  process  is  described  in  Look  At  Me:  A  Resource 
Manual  for  the  Development  of  Residual  Vision  in  Multiply  Impaired 

Chi  1 dren ,  by  Audrey  Smith  and  Karen  Shane  Cote.  In  addition, 
transparent  colored  objects  used  on  the  Light  Box  combine  the 
characteri sties  of  colored  light  and  objects;  they  are  objects 
which  transmit  light.  Evaluators  of  Levels  I  and  II  have  indicated 
a  majority  of  their  students  (92%  for  Level  II)  were  able  to  see 
materials  on  the  Light  Box  with  less  difficulty  than  under 
conventional  overhead  illumination.  The  Light  Box's  dimmer  switch 
permits  gradual  reduction  of  the  light  intensity,  thus  helping 
learners  transfer  visual  skills  learned  with  the  special  materials 
included  in  Levels  I  and  II  to  performance  with  objects  under 
normal  illumination. 

In  a  different  fashion,  the  fluorescent  materials  included  in 
the  Bright  Sights:  Learning  to  See  kit  also  assist  students  in 
moving  from  light  awareness,  fixation,  and  tracking  to  performance 
of  these  skills  using  objects.  Used  under  black  light 
(long-wavelength  ultraviolet  light  generally  considered  harmless), 
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the  materials  in  the  kit  appear  to  glow  in  dark  surroundi ngs . 
Evaluators  reported  that  many  students  who  did  not  attend  to 
visual  stimuli  other  than  light  did  respond  to  these  fluorescent 
i terns . 

Ultimately,  the  hope  is  that  learners  using  kits  such  as  the 
Bright  Sights  and  Light  Box  Materials  will  transfer  the  skills 
they  have  developed  to  more  normal  environments,  such  as  those 
prescribed  in  the  Program  to  Develop  Efficiency  in  Visual 
Functioning.  The  Program  contains  150  lessons  in  eight  sections, 
each  utilizing  commercial  materials  and/or  graphics  included  with 
the  kit.  Also  included  with  the  kit  is  the  Diagnostic  Assessment 
Procedure,  containing  all  materials  necessary  for  identifying 
lessons  to  use.  Most  lessons  are  conducted  with  conventional 
overhead  illumination  and  involve  students  in  performing  visual 
tasks  they  will  repeat  in  their  day-to-day  living. 

In  using  the  vision  training  kits  available'  from  APH, 
flexibility  is  important.  Individual  students  will  progress 
through  each  kit's  activities  differently,  based  upon  their  visual 
handicap,  age,  past  experience,  and  level  of  motivation.  Some 
students  may  have  little  or  no  need  for  a  kit  such  as  the 
Developing  Vision  through  Lights;  multihandicapped  visually 
impaired  individuals  who  function  at  an  infant  level  may 
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predominantly  use  the  kits  which  feature  lights  and  fluorescent 
items.  Some  learners  may  have  difficulty  with  simple  activities, 
yet  be  able  to  perform  other,  apparently  more  complex,  visual 
tasks  with  ease.  The  following  approximate  functional  ages  have 
been  assigned  to  the  kits.  (In  this  instance,  "functional  age" 
refers  more  to  the  cognitive  development  of  the  learner  than  to 
the  level  of  his  visual  skills.) 

Developing  Vision  through  Lights 
Sensory  Stimulation  Kit 
Bright  Sights:  Learning  to  See 
Light  Box  Materials  Level  I 

Light  Box  Materials  Level  II 

Light  Box  Materials  Level  III 

Program  to  Develop  Efficiency  in 
Visual  Functioning 

A  number  of  activities  from  the  first  six  kits  listed  above  are 
appropriate  for  older  learners  who  require  vision  training  at 
that  level;  however,  teachers  will  probably  wish  to  adapt  the 
materials  and/or  activities  to  make  them  appear  less  "game-like" 
for  adul t  learners. 

In  summary,  the  materials  described  comprise  an  overlapping 
continuum  of  vision  training  activities  to  meet  the  needs  of  low 
vision  learners  of  different  ages,  handicapping  conditions,  and 
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with  varying  amounts  of  functional  vision.  Bearing  in  mind  the 
need  for  flexibility  and  occasional  adaptation,  it  is  believed 
teachers  will  find  in  these  APH  kits  the  ingredients  necessary 
for  a  successful  vision  training  program  for  their  students. 


